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Remembering Victor McKusickWhat a wonderful life! Victor McKusick was a giant in the ﬁeld of
medical genetics, and he was a wonderful colleague and highly
instrumental in fostering my career. When I ﬁrst met him in 1961, he
was already a legend at Johns Hopkins. He had completed medical
school at Hopkins in 1946 and the Osler Residency in Internal
Medicine before becoming a star in cardiology. His book on cardiac
auscultation was owned by most Hopkins medical students, including
me. I met him when a fellow med student asked me to join him with
Dr. McKusick on a patient visit. That evening the three of us went to
South Baltimore to see a young child with incontinentia pigmenti.
After examining the child, Victor gave us a complete discussion of this
rare genetic condition. At the time I had no idea that I would end up in
genetics and a colleague of Victor's.
A few years later as a fellow of Barton Childs in pediatric genetics, I
occasionally attended Victor's post-clinic rounds at which he sat in his
special leather-upholstered chair and brought in the most interesting
patients of the day and their families for case discussions. In taking
courses in biology at the Hopkins Homewood campus with David
Rimoin, a McKusick fellow, I heard more about Victor's skills.
When I joined the Hopkins faculty in 1969 in pediatrics, Victor was
already well known for his encyclopedic mind and diagnostic skill. He
had a quiet demeanor and was always approachable. Although he
never carried out lab research, he understood the concepts of the lab
thoroughly and would make insightful comments and syntheses of
disparate pieces of information. This was particularly apparent at the
Short Course in Mammalian Genetics (the Bar Harbor course) that he
initiated in 1960. Hemoderated over half of the sessions each summer,
and he had an important question or comment on nearly every
lecture.
In 1970, just after I joined the faculty, I had the pleasure of being a
co-attending physicianwith Victor on the adolescent ward at Hopkins,
where there was always an attending physician in both pediatric and
internal medicine. Of course, both the house staff and I were in awe of
Victor McKusick, but Victor was wonderful. He made no extra effort to
show off his diagnostic skills or to embarrass me. I appreciated that.
Many of my memories of Victor stem from Bar Harbor days, which
for me were 1974 to 1994. During the course in 1974 and 1976, my
family stayed in a cottage on Echo Lake, next to identical cottages
occupied by the families of Victor McKusick, Frank Ruddle, and
Barbara Migeon. Victor, Frank, and I carpooled to Bar Harbor (some 13
miles), making two round trips per day. Obviously, carpooling with
“theman”made it difﬁcult to skip lectures. At times, the conversations
on the genetics of the day and the previous lectures were amazing. My
family had brought along a small TV set, the only TV at our Echo Lake
compound, and the McKusick, Ruddle, and Migeon families would
gather in our tiny “living room” to watch the Nixon impeachment
proceedings in the evenings. I also remember Victor taking the family,
his wife, Anne, and their two boys, out for rows on the lake. (Of course,doi:10.1016/j.ygeno.20 08.08.0 09Annewas always with him, though not at the lectures because she had
the boys to entertain, but everywhere else over the next 30 years. She
accompanied him all over the world from the 1970s, probably making
hundreds of foreign trips.)
The other important point about Victor that became apparent to
me in Bar Harbor was that he was never without his camera. Most of
his pictures were of people, especially every lecturer in the Short
Course during their lecture (a bit distracting), and candid shots during
course outings. He must have had thousands of slides of people, and
he enjoyed giving a wrap-up “history of the course” slide show on the
course's last evening. He also had a real interest in history, including
his own role in the history of medical genetics. He gave an
introductory lecture in the course on the history of medical genetics,
while all of the faculty wondered whether they were going to be
mentioned for one of their ﬁndings.
Then from 1974 until 1985 Victor was the Osler Chair of Medicine
at Hopkins, and we didn't see him quite so often. I think he was
probably eager to get back to medical genetics during that time.
Around 1987, it was becoming clear that Hopkins needed a tissue
culture and DNA sequencing core facility, and Victor led the
organization of this facility and was inﬂuential in my appointment
as Core Director. At that time, the school organized a union of pediatric
and medical genetics into a Center for Medical Genetics with much
help and encouragement from McKusick.
In 1987, McKusick and Ruddle co-founded this journal, Genomics.
He put considerable effort into getting the journal going, soliciting
excellent papers from a number of his colleagues, including those at
Hopkins. The journal got off to a great start, and has done well ever
since. In addition, throughout the 1980s, Victor, as a member of
National Academy of Science, was promoting the careers of his
Hopkins colleagues by generously putting their papers into the
Proceedings.
In 1989, Victor had me appointed to a National Research Council
(NRC) committee looking at whether DNA analysis of crime scene
evidence should be admissible in the courtroom. This committee with
Victor as chairman turned out to be both fascinating and contentious,
because we were working with incomplete scientiﬁc data. After much
deliberation we readied a report that featured a controversial
compromise that somewhat reduced the importance of DNA evidence
in the courtroom. The ﬁnal report was circulated among the members
with release to the press scheduled for 5 days later. To our chagrin, a
reporter for the New York Times, got a copy, ignored the ban on
publication prior to our press conference, and published an erroneous
front-page article stating that the committee was calling for a
moratorium on the use of DNA in the courtroom. The morning the
article appeared there was much consternation among the committee
members and Victor. After consultation with the NRC, Victor and I
hastily drove down to the National Academy Building in Washington
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Times story. Victor was masterful with the press, saying just the right
things and no more. The next day the Times published a front-page
retraction, “Times in error.” Score 1 for McKusick.
By this time, Victor had won many, many honors, including
election to the National Academy of Science, the American Academy
of Arts and Sciences, the American Philosophical Society, the
Institute of Medicine, and the Allan Award of the American Society
of Human Genetics. Later, he received the Lasker Award, the
National Medal of Science, and, in 2008, the Japan Prize. He also
worked hard to get the Human Genome Project off the ground.
However, his personal baby was Mendelian Inheritance in Man,
which he started in 1966, and the online version OMIM. He sat at
the computer all day long, starting early and ending late, adding to
and subtracting from the entries. He was extremely proud of thisencyclopedia of single-gene disorders, always showing how much
the book(s) had grown and how the latest edition weighed so much
more than the last. He liked to grow other things, too. He was an
avid gardener and orchid lover, and he was also very proud of the
many people in human genetics he had trained and with whom he
still communicated.
I cherish all my memories of Victor McKusick, the founder of Ge-
nomics and so much more. In many ways, he is responsible for the
lively state of human genetics and genomics today. We celebrate his
wonderful life, and we miss him very much.
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